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Abstract 
This study examines the adaptability of the Finland model to meet the educational 
disparities currently observed in the education system in Ontario, Canada.  A literature 
review and a database highlight key characteristics of the Finland model.  From this 
information, Finland and Ontario’s systems are found to be similar in the areas of 
systemic structure and educational philosophies, and international testing and 
performance standards.  The systems are found to be different in the areas of geography 
and demographics, social perceptions and attitudes towards education, school system 
structure, teaching philosophies, teacher education and professional status, and 
standardized and high-stakes testing.  Discussion regarding use of Finnish philosophies to 
meet Ontario’s needs in the following areas takes place: social perceptions and attitudes 
towards education, our teaching philosophies, our teacher education and professional 
status, and our use of high-stakes and standardized testing.  Opportunities for future 
research are also discussed and the major research paper includes a workshop and survey. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
As I complete my Master of Education (M.Ed.) program, I have chosen to write a 
major research paper that expands upon my learning during my studies.  During this 
program I have learned about the education system, not only in Ontario but in other 
countries as well.  From this learning, I have developed a particular interest in the 
dynamics of the Finnish education system and its subsequent successes in a global 
context.  This major research paper provides a closer examination of all aspects of the 
Finnish model and represents the knowledge, continued learning, and research skills that 
have stemmed from my experiences in the Master program.  In this research process, I 
have enhanced my understanding of education in Finland and have extrapolated this 
knowledge to provide an assessment of whether the Finnish model can be adapted for use 
in Ontario, at the primary level.  I have elected to study its use solely in Ontario, as 
opposed to Canada as a whole, because each province employs different systems and 
because it is my home province and has been the location of my educational experiences.  
Although it is possible that change could be implemented in our secondary schools, it is 
unlikely that this would be effective, as students would have already assimilated to our 
educational culture.  For this reason, I have chosen to study the use of the Finnish model 
at our primary school level. 
This major research paper contains five chapters.  The first chapter serves as an 
introduction to my paper and is divided into four parts: (a) focus, (b) purpose, (c) 
rationale, (d) outline of the remainder of the research paper. 
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Focus 
Before entering the M.Ed. program, I worked as a therapist for children and 
young adults with autism and other behavioural and learning disorders.  During the years 
I worked in this field, I spent a considerable amount of time in schools where I provided 
consultation services and collaborated with educators and administrators.  These 
experiences allowed me to objectively observe the functioning of our current system and 
sparked my interests in education reform. 
I learned of the Finnish model in the first semester of my studies during a course 
focusing on curriculum and assessment practices.  I was inspired to learn more about this 
model because its structure is so different from that in Ontario as well as other countries, 
yet Finland continues to be one of the highest performing countries on international 
assessments.  As I began to research, I soon realized that the principles of this system 
were holistic in nature and were designed with simplicity in mind.  I appreciated the 
student-centered approach that Finnish people take towards education and how they have 
eliminated a need for standardized and high-stakes student testing.  In addition, I 
discovered that Finnish people have a high degree of trust and respect for their teachers, 
which is absent in many other educational systems.  Based on this learning, I developed a 
greater interest in holistic education and hope to use these ideas to improve student 
learning experiences in Ontario.  I have used this major research paper to present my 
learning and ideas as my personal focus. 
From my previous work and educational experiences, I observe that our current 
system does not function to its full potential.  As a whole, we have a lack of respect and 
appreciation for our teachers as professionals as well as a negative social perception 
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towards education.  We use traditional teaching philosophies that are disguised as being 
progressive.  Our teacher education is inadequate and does not instill confidence in its 
graduates.  Finally, the added pressures of standardized and high-stakes testing in our 
classrooms create tension systemically.  I suggest that we can adapt the Finnish model to 
correct the educational disparities we face.  I present my understanding of the Finnish 
model in detail to explain how we may use their principles to improve education in 
Ontario. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this research paper is to provide a closer examination of the 
Finnish model and to provide consideration as to whether this model could be adapted to 
meet our current educational needs in Ontario. 
I chose this area of study as the focus of my major research paper because I 
believe that Finland’s success is significant and did not occur by mere coincidence.  
Education reform in Finland first began in the 1960s through social, political, and 
economic movements.  Their success has been recognized only in recent years by their 
performing on international assessments.  These achievements have caught the attention 
of the global education community and have caused educators and academics alike to 
evaluate its strengths and usefulness in other contexts. 
By closely examining the main features of the Finnish model as well as 
comparing and contrasting the characteristics of their system and ours in Ontario, we can 
better evaluate its application in this province.  Based on my research in this area, I put 
forward the idea that we may adapt the Finnish model and its accompanying philosophy 
to improve, not necessarily change, the current Ontario system. 
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Rationale 
As I complete my Master degree, I have elected to complete a portfolio to allow 
me the opportunity to research my personal educational interests more thoroughly.  When 
completing their degree requirements, students are able to choose from a number of 
stylistic options for their research paper.  When considering which option I should 
complete, I felt that a portfolio would best allow me to showcase my learning and 
continued research in this area. 
Traditionally, portfolios are used to demonstrate student learning during their 
coursework of their programs and contain a collection of their personal artifacts from 
previous submissions.  For my personal use, I have created a modified portfolio to allow 
me the opportunity to showcase my independent learning throughout this program and 
my research abilities. I have provided a literature review in place of a collection of my 
previous written works.  The database I have constructed demonstrates my understanding 
of the Finnish model.  My assessment of the similarities and differences between the 
Finish and Ontario systems highlights my knowledge about comparative and international 
education.  The discussion I have provided regarding the use of the Finnish model in 
Ontario has established my ability to contextualize my learning and present new ideas.  
Last, my consideration of the implications of my research as well as opportunities to 
expand upon it is evidence of my aptitude to self-reflect and dedication to this area of 
study. 
Outline of the Remainder of the Document 
The remainder of this paper is as follows: 
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In Chapter two, I introduce my personal background.  I begin by briefly 
discussing my educational philosophy.  This includes my beliefs, attitudes, and ideology 
towards education.  I then go on to deliver a short autobiography that elaborates on my 
prior educational and work experiences and explains how these experiences encouraged 
my interest in this area of study. 
In Chapter three, I provide a comprehensive literature review of 10 articles 
relating to the Finnish model that I have collected through my research.  These articles 
were chosen because, when presented together, they illustrate the Finnish model as a 
whole.  I summarize and critique each of these articles. 
Chapter four is comprised of a database of characteristics of the Finnish model 
that I have constructed during my research process.  The database lays out characteristics 
pertaining to structure, teaching philosophies, teacher education and evaluation, 
curriculum, subjects, standardized testing, classroom technology, second language 
instruction, special education and student demographics.  I then use this information to 
assess the similarities and differences between Finland’s education system and that 
currently in place in Ontario. 
Chapter five is the last chapter in this research paper.  In this chapter, I provide a 
discussion concerning the use of the Finnish model in Ontario.  I begin by discussing how 
the similarities and differences between the two systems may hinder direct 
implementation of Finnish practices.  I explain ways in which we may instead adapt this 
model for our own use.  I go on to discuss the implications of this research and conclude 
by suggesting opportunities for future research.
CHAPTER TWO: BACKGROUND 
In this chapter, I will first provide an autobiography that elaborates on my prior 
educational and work experiences and explains how these experiences encouraged my 
interest in this area of study.  I go on to discuss my educational philosophy, including my 
personal attitudes, beliefs, and ideologies.  I illustrate how these attitudes have changed 
from the beginning to the end of my studies in the Master program. 
I found it necessary to include an autobiography in this portfolio, as my 
experiences both educationally and professionally have undoubtedly influenced my 
interests as a graduate student.  These experiences have ultimately guided my decision to 
complete a major research paper and, in particular, my focus on the Finnish model and its 
possible use in Ontario. 
Many academics subscribe to one or more of the four major educational 
philosophies, namely progressivism, perennialism, essentialism, and existentialism.  
Despite having studied these theories in my courses, I struggle to find myself identifying 
with any of these specific philosophies.  Rather, I find that my educational philosophy 
acts as a personal statement of the principles that guide my learning and my professional 
aspirations.  I strongly believe that my experiences have played a major role in shaping 
my personal educational philosophy. 
Autobiography 
Although I was born and raised in Toronto, Ontario, my family relocated to a 
small town in southern Ontario when I was in my early teens.  My high school experience 
was quite negative, and it left me with many negative attitudes and perceptions towards 
my school, teachers, and our education system as a whole.  Nonetheless, I graduated and 
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was accepted at McMaster University into their Bachelor of Arts program.  Upon 
graduating, I spent several years working as a therapist for children and young adults 
with autism.  Eager to advance in my career, I applied to the Master of Education 
program at Brock University.  My experiences in this program have significantly changed 
my perceptions of education and my professional motivations going forward. 
Education History 
I completed elementary school in Etobicoke, Toronto.  Although I remember little 
about the actual day-to-day learning and assessments that took place, I do remember 
being a happy student who enjoyed going to school.  I remember good teachers who 
loved their work and motivated their students. 
Shortly after I completed elementary school, my family relocated to a small, rural 
town in southern Ontario.  It was there that I completed grades 7 and 8 and high school.  
The differences between urban and rural school life struck me immediately.  One of the 
most obvious differences was the lack of student diversity.  I also noticed the discrepancy 
in teacher quality.  It was very difficult to adjust to this new student life, and often I 
would leave school feeling discouraged and uninspired. 
Unfortunately, my educational experiences in high school only worsened.  During 
my first semester of grade 9, my family experienced a great hardship, with my 
grandfather falling very ill.  As he and I had an extremely close relationship, I tried to 
spend as much time as possible visiting him at his home in Toronto and, subsequently, 
palliative care.  What struck me most was how unsupportive my teachers were during this 
time of need.  I specifically can recall one of my math teachers singling me out in front of 
the class for not having completed my homework the night before.  Although I explained 
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that I had been in Toronto, he found it necessary to tell my classmates and me that 
because I did not get my homework done, I would not be going to university.  Something 
about that comment stuck with me, even to this day.  It left a chip on my shoulder: a 
strong dislike for teachers and their inability to relate to real problems and challenges that 
their students go through. 
By grade 10, I had completely lost interest in school.  I was unmotivated, 
uninspired, and ready to be done with this phenomenon called high school.  I skipped 
classes regularly and considered dropping out completely.  I submitted most of my 
assignments via correspondence.  I could not believe how little many of the teachers 
seemed to care about their students.  It was as though they had discouraged me from 
succeeding beyond a perceived potential.  Education was seen and encouraged to be a 
means to an end; by simply showing up and scraping by, students would get a high 
school diploma, and this would get them in the door for more permanent forms of 
employment. 
It was not until grade 11 that I began to realize things could be different.  I 
imagined my life without getting some form of higher education and realized that things 
needed to change.  I selected all academic courses for the school year and brought my 
grades up.  I am proud to say that I did so despite many of my teachers believing that I 
could not. 
Although I was on the right track, I had no idea where I was headed.  Just before 
the end of the year, I sought counsel in the guidance department.  I had always had an 
interest in law and went in with the intention of learning more about the educational 
requirements I would need to get into the profession.  I recall sitting down with one of the 
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counselors and expressing interest in becoming a lawyer.  I vividly remember her 
response to my inquiry.  I was told that it is very difficult to become a lawyer and that I 
should strongly consider attending community college instead.  After being given a stack 
of college brochures, I left that day with more motivation and determination. 
In the fall of grade 12, I completed my university applications.  In the winter, I 
received admission offers from all of my chosen schools and programs.  I accepted an 
offer from McMaster University to begin my Bachelor of Arts degree in the fall of 2007. 
Over the summer, I contemplated what my major would be.  I considered English, 
geography, and psychology. On my first day of classes, I made that decision.  Just before 
lunch, I attended my first Introduction to Sociology class taught by Dr. Deanna Behnke-
Cook.  Not only was she an excellent speaker, but also she brought the subject material to 
life.  Inspired by Dr. Behnke-Cook, I left the one-hour class knowing that sociology 
would be my major. 
Over the next 4 years of my program, I took as many sociology courses as I could, 
even beyond the number of courses I was required to take.  I found it so interesting, and I 
could not get enough of it.  For the first time in my life, I actually started to enjoy 
learning!  One course that I enjoyed in particular was Dr. Behnke-Cook’s Sociology of 
Education class.  It was during these classes that my interest in studying education 
developed.  I became very interested in education reform, and I was motivated to make a 
difference.  I think that much of this motivation came from my less than positive 
experiences in my own previous schooling years.  I decided that I wanted to become a 
teacher, and I spent the remainder of my undergraduate studies trying to make this dream 
a reality. 
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My goal was to complete my teacher education at Brock University.  I was told 
that their program was ranked one of the best in the province and that they had the 
highest teacher placement rating upon graduation.  Although I submitted an application 
for the 2012––2013 academic year, I was wait-listed.  Devastated, I worried that my 
dream would never synthesize.  As I waited to hear whether I would be given a spot, I 
received an email inviting me to apply to the Master of Education program.  Admittedly, 
I had not considered obtaining a master’s degree, at least not until I had already become a 
teacher.  I spent several weeks weighing my options.  Ultimately, I decided that obtaining 
a Master’s degree would put me in a better position to set out to achieve what I wanted to 
do–––make a difference in education.  I accepted the admission offer and started my 
studies in September 2012. 
My experiences in this program have been very enlightening.  For so long, I 
believed, and was surrounded by others who believed, that education could not be 
different.  We focused on how things were and not how they could be.  Both my courses 
and independent work have taught me that change and reform can occur organically, as 
demonstrated by the success experienced in Finland. 
Work History 
In the summer of 2010, I was searching through job postings on the McMaster 
University student job site.  A positing that advertised a position as a behaviour therapist 
with a private company operating out of Hamilton, Ontario, interested me.  Therapists 
worked independently with children and young adults with autism and other behavioural 
disorders.  This was not a field in which I had considered seeking employment; however, 
because I was preparing to apply to teachers college, I was looking for a position that 
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would give me experience instructing children.  I sent in my resume, and after an 
interview later that week, I was offered the job. 
I was hired as a junior therapist.  My job was to work with children one-on-one in 
their homes or in their school classrooms.  I had a client load of approximately six 
children, and my schedule varied.  I worked with clients whose ages ranged from 3––21 
years and whose autism varied in terms of severity. 
During each session, I would provide instruction in the areas of receptive 
discrimination, communication, early mathematics, early reading, behaviour 
modification, and life skills.  The work itself was much more physically and emotionally 
draining than I had anticipated.  Behavioural problems presented challenges to 
completing lessons, and progress was often very slow.  It was also difficult to see these 
children struggling at home and finding a place for themselves in their classrooms. 
When I worked with children in schools, it was obvious that there were significant 
gaps in the functioning of special education in our mainstream schools.  It was clear that 
children with special needs are still assessed on a case-by-case basis and that there is a 
lack of consistency in educating these children.  It was frustrating that student needs often 
conflicted with bureaucracy.  These frustrations soon became my motivations for 
furthering my education and obtaining my Master of Education degree. 
Educational Philosophy 
When I entered my M.Ed. program, my beliefs stood that we should reform our 
system to better promote equal opportunity and provide better accessibility to education.  
I thought that reform was necessary because our system was not only flawed but also 
outdated and unable to meet student needs.  I strongly believed that reform must be 
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enforceable by accountability and must occur systemically, beginning at the provincial 
and board levels.  I thought that teachers did not only have little influence in the grand 
scheme of things but also little desire to step outside of their comfort zone and encourage 
change.  These beliefs stemmed from my own negative experiences as well as having 
been surrounded with colleagues who had their own negative views of our education 
system. 
When I started my M.Ed. program, I made several realizations.  The first was that 
my classmates were predominantly teachers, principals, and other education 
professionals.  They were completing their degree in their own time because they were 
not satisfied with the current operations in our schools and wanted to make a difference.  
I found this very admirable.  I realized that there are individuals in our system who do 
care and want to improve our current state of affairs.  The second realization I made was 
that, despite its flaws, our system fares well in comparison to others.  Although it is 
undeniable that we do not meet the needs of all students, when we consider the 
competing interests that our education community must attend to, it becomes more 
understandable why we cannot meet every student need every time.  Bound by many 
levels of accountability, teachers and other professionals are put in a position where they 
must make decisions that benefit the majority.  The last realization that came to me was 
that although we have a number of great teachers, they have been painted with the same 
brush as the bad ones.  Our society has a very negative view of teachers and has 
developed an apathetic attitude towards the profession as a whole.  The good teachers 
must continually perform at their best level despite these attitudes and perceptions. 
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As I progressed in the M.Ed. program, I noticed that my educational philosophy 
began to change.  I now understand that reform cannot occur in a simply systemic 
manner; it needs to be societal.  Rather than thinking that change must occur by stricter 
rules and tougher enforcement, I now believe that change can occur organically and 
holistically, and that it is inevitable as our society moves forward.  I am more forgiving 
for the flaws and problems in our system, because I realize that no system is absolutely 
perfect.  I have come to learn that we need to be working with our teachers, not against 
them; they are essential to improving student learning and experiences.  Most importantly 
I have shifted my attention from how things are to how things could be, and I now view 
education as a whole in a much more positive light.
CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW 
As a preliminary step in this research project, I have conducted a literature 
review.  I have kept this review broad, my goal being to develop a thorough 
understanding of all aspects of the Finnish model.  I felt this was the best research 
approach to take in order to truly assess whether this model could be applied in Ontario. 
These articles were retrieved by conducting a search in the Education Research 
Complete database on the Brock University Library website.  The original keywords used 
to conduct the search were “education” and “Finland.”  I read through the abstracts of the 
top results and determined whether they could be used for this literature review.  
Specifically, I was looking for articles that pertained to the Finnish school system 
structure, teacher education, teacher evaluation, subjects taught, and special education, 
because I thought that these areas would best represent the Finnish model as a whole.  It 
was a challenge to find articles that covered each of these areas.  I later interchanged the 
keywords “school,” “special education,” “subjects,” and “teacher” to narrow down my 
search results.  I chose the articles that have been included in this literature as I felt they 
were the best selection of studies that presented the Finnish model as a whole. 
In the ensuing literature review, 10 articles are summarized.  I then provide a 
critique of each piece, analyzing the purpose, content, writing style, methodologies, and 
implications of each study. 
Article 1 : Differences Between Turkey and Finland Based on Eight Latent 
Variables on PISA 2006, Ceylan and Abaci, 2013 
In this article, Ceylan and Abaci (2013) discuss the achievement differences 
between two countries, Turkey and Finland, based on selected variables of the PISA 
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(Program for International Student Assessment).  The authors begin by discussing PISA 
and its purpose.  They indicate that, in 2006, the focus of the PISA testing was scientific 
literacy, specifically student views of science and student familiarity with ICT 
(information and communication technology).  It is noted that self-efficacy has a 
significant impact on student performance in science.  It is also noted that classroom 
atmosphere, motivation, and inquiry-based or student-centered teaching practices 
influence performance.  The authors also indicate that there is a relationship between 
socioeconomic status and science performance. 
Turkey and Finland are two countries belonging to the OECD (Organization for 
Economic Co-Operation and Development; Ceylan & Abaci, 2013).  While Finland is 
consistently one of the top performing OECD countries on the PISA tests, Turkey was 
the second lowest performing country in 2006.  To put their performance into context, it 
is indicated that 20.9% of Finnish students performed at or above level 5 on the test, 
while less than 1% of Turkish students performed at or above the same level.  The 2006 
PISA statistics are used to determine why such high performance discrepancies exist. 
The 2006 PISA test included a student questionnaire and an ICT familiarity 
questionnaire (Ceylan & Abaci, 2013).  There are eight factors examined in the ICT 
familiarity questionnaire, which include socioeconomic status, doing well in ICT tasks, 
self-efficacy in science, attitude towards science, importance given to science, frequency 
of ICT tasks, student-centered activities, and engagement in science activities during 
leisure times.  These factors are examined to determine Finland’s success and Turkey’s 
lack thereof. 
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Ceylan and Abaci (2013) use the data from the published PISA results of 2006 to 
support their hypothesis.  The sampling for PISA included over 400,000 students from 57 
countries that represented 97% of the world economy.  The target population was 15-
year-old male and female students who were in grade 7 or higher.  PISA 2006 involved a 
two-staged stratified sampling design.  The instruments used in this assessment included 
a student questionnaire and ICT familiarity questionnaire.  The student questionnaire 
included questions pertaining to student characteristics, family background, and views of 
science, teaching, and learning.  The authors identify that scaling methods were used to 
establish proficiency scales. 
The PISA data were analyzed using explanatory factor analysis and discriminant 
function analysis (Ceylan & Abaci, 2013).  The explanatory factor analysis identified 60 
variables and eight factors (listed above) that could be used to explain the successfulness 
of these two countries.  As part of the discriminant function analysis, the dependent 
variable was country, while the independent variable was the eight factors determined 
from the factor analysis.  The discriminant function analysis determined that Turkey 
scored high in four factors including frequency in ICT tasks, engagement in science 
activities during leisure time, student-centered activities, and importance given to 
science.  Alternatively, Finland scored high in three factors including socioeconomic 
status, doing well in ICT tasks, and self-efficacy in science.  These factors were 
determined to be the causes of Finland’s success.  The authors conclude their discussion 
of results by recommending that further research be done to assess the implementation of 
student-centered activities rather than the frequency in determining student success in the 
sciences. 
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In critiquing this article, I found it was one of few that utilized quantitative 
research methodologies.  Although the data were actually collected by PISA in 2006, the 
researchers performed both a factor analysis and discriminant function analysis on the 
data to identify the differences between a high-performing country, in this case Finland, 
and a low-performing country, Turkey (Ceylan & Abaci, 2013).  The authors were able to 
very clearly articulate the methods used and the purpose for using them.  This was 
exceptionally meaningful for readers with limited or no understanding of quantitative 
methodologies.  The specific methods used in this study were sophisticated and involved 
a great deal of data collection.  The researchers are to be commended for conducting such 
a thorough investigation of this topic. 
Overall, I felt that this article was an interesting read and a very useful resource 
for my own research project.  I appreciated the way that the authors were able to establish 
such a specific and purposeful research problem.  The obvious strengths of this study are 
its purpose, meaningful research question, and data analysis.  An observable weakness of 
this study is the writing style used; the authors often used run-on sentences, and the 
complexity of the language used was often too high. 
Article 2: “Attitudes Towards Education in Finland and Other Nordic Countries”, 
Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006 
Kyro and Nyyssola (2006) discuss the key features of Finnish and Nordic schools 
and draw upon national surveys as a means of uncovering the underlying feelings and 
attitudes towards education among these populations.  The authors begin by indicating 
that attitudes towards education are mainly positive (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  In these 
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populations, education is viewed as a means of evening out social inequalities by limiting 
the effects of social background on opportunities. 
The authors go on to identify key features of the Finnish and Nordic education 
systems.  The main objective of these systems is to promote equal opportunity (Kyro & 
Nyyssola, 2006).  This is accomplished by providing free basic and compulsory 
education to students.  Equal opportunity has played a major role in education reform in 
the Nordic countries since the 1960s when these countries began to develop from 
agricultural societies to Nordic welfare states. 
In the Finnish system, compulsory education begins at age 7 (Kyro & Nyyssola, 
2006).  Parents have the option of enrolling their children in preprimary education that 
commences the year prior; however this is optional.  Compulsory education, or basic 
education, is completed over a 9-year period at comprehensive schools.  All 
comprehensive schools in Finland are constant, which ensures equal opportunities for all 
students. 
In the 1990s, the Finnish system underwent a decentralization of their centralized 
administration (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  This transferred decision-making 
responsibilities to the municipal level.  Curriculum is now developed by education 
providers and is based upon the National Core Curricula.  The 1990s also saw the 
elimination of division of schools into districts.  This transition gave parents the choice of 
which schools they wanted their children to attend. 
Finnish education is made possible by public funding and is maintained at the 
municipal level (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Institutions owned by the state include those 
offering general and vocational special education and universities.  Only 1% of Finnish 
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basic education schools are private.  Publically funded schools provide education free of 
charge and do not collect student fees.  Financial support is also available for students 
attending upper secondary and postsecondary schools. 
General upper secondary education follows basic education and is completed over 
a 3-year period (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  After students have completed their upper 
secondary schooling, they sit for the national matriculation exam.  This exam determines 
their eligibility for higher education. 
There are two streams of higher education in Finland, universities and 
polytechnics (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Students are able to apply to polytechnics if they 
have completed either general or vocational upper secondary.  Students are able to apply 
to universities if they have completed upper secondary and have written their 
matriculation exam.  Finnish people believe that everyone should have access to higher 
education.  This belief is supplemented by their views that education leads to greater 
well-being, prosperity, social mobility, and competence.  The levels of education among 
Finnish populations have risen considerably since 1960.  In 1960, roughly 25% of the 
population aged 25––34 had completed upper secondary education.  At the time of 
publication, roughly 80% of the population in the same age bracket had completed upper 
secondary education.  The Finnish people are currently striving to see this statistic at 90% 
by 2015. 
The National Board of Education has developed three surveys that are used to 
measure attitudes towards education in Finland (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  The surveys 
were administered between 1995 and 1997 and showed that attitudes towards education 
were very positive, with no significant variation across the surveys.  Finland participated 
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in a survey known as the “Nordic School Barometer” in 2000 (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  
The survey was administered in all Nordic countries and was presented to three target 
groups: parents of students in basic education, parents of students in upper secondary 
education, and adults who did not fall within the aforementioned groups.  The survey 
results exposed a hierarchy of subjects taught in Nordic schools.  Respondents felt that 
instruction in the native language, English, and math were the most important subjects, 
followed by the social and natural sciences.  Physical education, music, and art were 
regarded as the least important subjects.  The countries agreed that the number of lessons 
taught to students was satisfactory.  They were also in agreement that the resources 
allotted to extracurricular activities were insufficient.  It was also revealed that while 
Finns regard education as very important, Swedes do not.  Country-specific findings were 
as follows: Swedes were dissatisfied with the number of school teachers in the country, 
Danes and Norwegians were concerned with the physical conditions of their schools, 
Norwegians felt their IT equipment was lacking, and Icelanders and Finns agreed that 
school resources (i.e., IT equipment and textbooks) were sufficient. 
The authors conclude by providing a brief explanation behind Finland’s 
overwhelmingly positive view of education.  Kyro and Nyyssola (2006) state that until 
the country’s independence in 1917, education was a privilege. During the preliminary 
years of independence, the Compulsory Education Act was drafted, which granted all 
access to primary education.  Following the end of the Second World War, appreciation 
of education increased, as there were too few spaces for eligible children.  These 
historical milestones have led to an overall belief that there is a relationship between 
education and safe employment. 
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Kyro and Nyyssola (2006) draw upon nationally distributed surveys in Finland 
and the other Nordic countries to determine these populations’ attitudes towards 
education. As I critique this work, I would like to note that I really appreciated this 
research, as I personally believe that systems are most successful when those involved in 
them are invested and supportive.  I also liked that this research was conducted not only 
in Finland but extended to all Nordic countries so that comparisons could be made.  
Additionally, I thought that this article ended appropriately with the discussion of the 
historical significance of education in Finland.  Overall, I felt this research was very 
important, as it highlights strengths and weaknesses of the education systems in Nordic 
countries and can be built upon to make significant changes in the identified areas of 
concern. 
Article 3: “Views on Education and Achievement: Finland’s Story of Success and 
South Korea’s Story of Decline”, Lee, 2010 
The aim of this theoretical research piece is to provide enlightenment into what 
the author describes as “Finland’s story of success” and alternatively “South Korea’s 
story of decline” (Lee, 2010).  It is noted that both Finland and South Korea are 
consistently two of the top performing countries on the PISA (Program for International 
Student Assessment) test, as well as the TIMSS (Trends in International Math and 
Science Study) assessment since 2000.  The author describes the international view of 
Finland’s accomplishments as being a success story, while alternatively the Korean 
people have downplayed their achievements. 
Observable differences between the Finnish and Korean cultures are listed.  
Finland has a high level of generalized sense of trust throughout its education system 
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(Lee, 2010).  It also has been built to offer equal opportunities for all students, which is 
achieved through public funding.  Finnish education is described as being the key to 
social mobility, which is essential in a society noted for having high minimum wages, 
low wage differences, and offering tuition-free education.  Possible explanations for 
Finland’s success are noted as an egalitarian system based on merit, increased teacher 
autonomy, high-quality teacher education programs and training, and a homogeneous 
population in the country.  Comparatively, Koreans are described as having a high regard 
for education, but their system is based upon intense competition, difficult exams, high 
parental pressure, and high study and homework hours.  While education is still a vehicle 
of social mobility in this country, schools are designed to deliver uniform knowledge to 
the masses.  South Korea is criticized for having strict disciplinary procedures, using 
authoritarian instruction styles, and emphasizing rote memory as opposed to deep 
processing. 
The researcher goes on to provide comparisons between Finland and South Korea 
based on four factors, which include regard for education, views on equality, attitude 
towards teacher, and means of quality assurance (Lee, 2010).  Both countries are 
described as having a high regard for education and view their education systems as an 
important resource for the country.  The major difference between these countries in 
terms of regard for education is that the Finnish are substantially more satisfied with their 
education system than are the Koreans.  The researcher identifies that Finland has a 
greater regard for student equality, which is demonstrated through a comprehensive 
special education system and a plethora of learning options and opportunities for 
students.  While some measures have been taken to promote equality in South Korea, the 
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system lacks in this aspect in comparison to Finland.  Similarly, regard for teachers is 
substantially higher in Finland than it is in South Korea.  Finnish teachers have high 
levels of autonomy and independence and are well-respected members of society.  
Conversely, Korean teachers are currently engaged in a political battle over democracy in 
their education system.  When considering regard for quality assurance, these two 
countries differ substantially.  Finland’s only real means of quality assurance stems from 
an annual sample-based national testing program.  The teachers in Finland have no 
formal evaluation program, and school inspections were replaced with self-evaluations 
several years ago. 
The researcher concludes by addressing some of the implications of the Korean 
model, thus providing evidence for their “story of decline” (Lee, 2010).  Korean students 
are described as lacking motivation, creativity, and interest, and they have lower levels of 
self-esteem and self-efficacy. 
This article serves to provide comparisons between the education systems of 
South Korea and Finland. By critiquing it, I find it interesting that the author chose to 
compare these systems, considering that these two OECD countries are top performers on 
the PISA and TIMSS assessments.  The author (Lee, 2010) has described South Korea as 
being a “story of decline”, which is a misleading analogy given the consistent and 
continued success of the country on such assessments.  Although the researcher has done 
a thorough job investigating the differences between the structure of these two education 
systems, the study lacks comparisons of important cultural factors such as religion, 
socioeconomic status, and politics, which could have some responsibility in shaping each 
of these respective systems. 
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The writing style used in this study is a noteworthy strength. Unfortunately, there 
are several major weaknesses of this paper.  As previously mentioned, the analogy of 
“South Korea’s story of decline” is somewhat unclear and misleading.  There is also no 
clear purpose or research direction from this study.  Considering the availability of the 
PISA and TIMSS data, the researcher could have included or drawn upon these to 
provide more detailed comparisons between the countries. 
Article 4: “What Is It About Finland?”, Mansell, 2011 
“What Is It About Finland” is a short essay that discusses the Finland 
phenomenon.  Mansell (2011) refers to Finland’s success in the 2003 and 2006 PISA 
assessments, as well as the country’s continued success in the most recent 2009 PISA 
assessment.  The author theorizes that Finland’s high performance on such assessments 
will be a continuing trend.  Currently, Finland’s scores in the subjects of reading, 
mathematics, and science are the highest among the OECD countries participating in the 
PISA assessment.  The PISA results also reveal that there are exceptionally small 
performance gaps among Finnish schools and that Finland has the lowest proportion of 
poor performers among the OECD countries tested. 
Mansell (2011) argues that there are too many variables found in the PISA results 
to determine with any degree of certainty why Finland is so successful.  Mansell 
identifies that there are both cultural and systemic reasons that can be used to help 
explain Finland’s success.  The cultural reasons identified include a) the value placed on 
reading, b) Finnish being a phonetic language, making spelling easier, c) the influence of 
the church, d) a homogeneous society, and e) a high commitment to education. The 
systemic reasons identified include a) high commitment to equality, b) high trust in the 
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education system, c) high degree of teacher autonomy, d) traditional teaching methods, e) 
greater emphasis on academic rather than vocational schooling, f) delayed start of formal 
schooling, and g) high status of the teaching profession. 
Mansell (2011) concludes by reminding readers that there could be a multitude of 
reasons to explain Finland’s recent and continuing performance on international 
assessments such as PISA.  The author also reminds readers that Finland’s PISA results 
alone do not provide enough conclusive evidence to say with certainty that their practices 
are effective. 
This concise article serves to seek possible explanations as to Finland’s continued 
success with PISA testing and suggests that both cultural and systemic factors may play a 
role in this phenomenon. Through critique, I must say that I appreciated Mansell’s ability 
to clearly identify the purpose and direction of his research early on in the article.  I felt 
that the degree of clarity and factuality with which this article is written made it suitable 
for a reader who is newly acquainted with literature pertaining to the Finnish model and 
added conviction to the argument being presented.  Perhaps my favourite attribute of this 
article is the way it is concluded.  I found great respect for the fact that Mansell reminded 
scholars that there are multiple reasons that could be used to explain Finland’s success in 
the PISA testing, but, more important, that the PISA results in and of themselves are not 
adequate evidence to determine that education practices in this country work.  In my 
review of the relevant literature, I find that PISA results are often seen as a definitive 
measure of success as opposed to being viewed as a by-product of an already effective 
system. 
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Article 5: “A Model Lesson: Finland Shows Us What Equal Opportunity Looks 
Like”, Sahlberg, 2012 
“A Model Lesson” discusses equitability in the Finnish education system.  
Specifically, Sahlberg looks at the ways in which this model has been adapted to promote 
equality and provide equal opportunity for special needs learners.  The researcher 
describes equitable education as being characterized by minimal variation in student 
performance.  Finland’s high level of equitability has been attributed to increased 
attention to social justice issues, the provision of early interventions for special needs 
learners, and the relationship between the education system and other sectors such as 
health care. 
Sahlberg (2012) encourages the belief that Finland’s success cannot be attributed 
to one factor alone.  Complimentary school lunches, a comprehensive welfare system, 
and early support for all special needs learners are features of this well-functioning 
democratic system.  Other characteristics of Finnish culture are listed as a greater degree 
of diplomacy, cooperation, problem solving, and seeking consensus.  All of these aspects 
of Finnish society play roles in the functioning of their education system. 
Sahlberg (2012) goes on to identify different periods of education reform in 
Finnish history.  Major changes to Finnish education occurred post-1970 and were 
observed as a restructuring of segregated schools to a comprehensive public system, a 
curriculum focused on individual development, and a modernized teacher education 
program.  The new system was fully implemented between 1972 and 1979.  Another 
important change occurred in 1985, when ability grouping, otherwise known as 
streaming, was abolished in Finland. 
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Special education under the new system was based upon three principles 
(Sahlberg, 2012).  The first is that special education is useful only when learning 
disabilities are detected and treatment is implemented.  The second is that career 
counseling and guidance need to be mandatory for all students.  The last is that teachers 
whose focus is on special education need experience working with diverse student 
groups.  The success of the Finnish model is demonstrated by student graduation rates 
and its PISA results.  At the time of publication, Finland had a 99% graduation rate for its 
basic education. Ninety-five percent of students continue their education in upper 
secondary school following the completion of basic education.  Furthermore, 93% of 
students graduate from upper secondary school and then have access to tuition-free 
higher education.  Similarly, in 2000 Finland had the smallest achievement gap of any of 
the OECD nations.  The trend continued in 2003, 2006, and 2009. 
Sahlberg (2012) concludes by drawing upon additional improvements from the 
old to new school system.  He notes that the old system saw a lot of grade repetition.  The 
new system has done away with year-based grades and has introduced a modular 
curriculum in its place.  The introduction of a modular curriculum has almost eliminated 
grade repetition and has increased student retention. 
“A Model Lesson” highlights some of the essential characteristics of Finnish 
education as they pertain to both general and special education.  This study is 
strengthened by the writing style Sahlberg (2012) has used.  He has stated his argument 
in a clear and well-articulated manner.  The language used is simple yet sophisticated.  
Another strength of this article is the appropriateness of the title.  It provides the reader 
with an accurate caption for the information that is to follow.  A final strength of this 
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piece is the presentation of the purpose and research question.  A weakness of this study 
is that it does not incorporate data collection and analysis. 
Article 6: “Lessons from Finland”, Sahlberg, 2011b 
Sahlberg (2011b) reminds us that Finland is among the top scoring OECD 
countries on international assessments.  One possible reason behind this achievement is 
that Finland has excellent teachers and leaders, made so in part by their public 
recognition and value.  In fact, teaching is one of the most admired and respected 
professions in the country.  Another possibility is the fact that Finland practices 
professional accountability, drawing on the expertise of their teachers as opposed to test-
based accountability.  This practice is made possible due to the length and quality of 
education teachers receive before entering their field. 
Only one out of every 10 applicants is selected to enter teacher education 
programs (Sahlberg, 2011b).  Applicants are selected based on high school grades and 
extracurricular accomplishments.  Applicants must also complete a written exam on 
education pedagogy, simulate teaching and classroom activities in observation settings, 
and pass an oral interview before being granted admittance to teacher education.  Teacher 
education itself is a 5-year master’s degree program.  The curriculum encompasses 
research, practice, and reflection.  A thesis on a topic relating to education is required to 
graduate.  Additionally, potential teachers are taught how to conduct educational 
research, and postsecondary institutions reward innovation in these areas.  The 5-year 
program also allows for substantially more practical, hands-on training.  In total, 
practicum accounts for 15––25% of the teacher education program.  Practicum schools 
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pursue independent research, which serves to introduce new teachers to alternative 
curriculum designs. 
School boards and principals are responsible for teacher hiring decisions 
(Sahlberg, 2011b).  There are two types of teacher employment positions, fixed term and 
open-ended.  Employment contracts are generally terminated only if ethics are violated.  
Teachers are some of the most satisfied professionals in the country, with only 10––15% 
leaving the profession during their careers. 
There are no formal means of teacher evaluation in Finland; principals and other 
school staff provide feedback (Sahlberg, 2011b).  A teacher’s work consists of teaching, 
class preparations, and 2 hours per week of planning and collaborating with colleagues.  
Finnish teachers devote less time overall to teaching than most other nations and, instead, 
spend a greater amount of time improving their practice. 
“Lessons from Finland” is a short, factual article that examines teacher education 
and professional practices.  Written with clarity and simplicity, this article is an excellent 
introduction to some of Sahlberg’s other work in this area of study.  I appreciated that 
Sahlberg used this article to draw attention and significance to the area of teacher 
education and training in Finland.  It is clear that there is a relationship between Finland’s 
educational achievements and the country’s teaching practices and professionals.  My 
concern with this article lies with its apparent lack of purpose and research questions.  
Sahlberg does not identify his intention with this publication, and opportunities or 
directions for future research are not suggested.  Unfortunately, the lack of direction for 
this research detracts from its meaningfulness and may leave the reader questioning its 
purpose. 
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Article 7: “Teachers as Leaders in Finland”, Sahlberg, 2013 
“Teachers as Leaders in Finland” is another example of Sahlberg’s many 
contributions to this area of study.  In this particular publication, Sahlberg (2013) 
examines the role of Finnish teachers as both educators and leaders in the country.  He 
begins by noting that the Finnish system is regarded for having a high degree of respect 
and trust within their teachers, and that this is reflected in the high social status that they 
hold nationally. 
Sahlberg (2013) identifies the differences in teaching philosophies between North 
America and Finland.  Finns believe in professional collaboration as opposed to teaching 
in isolation, autonomy takes the place of authority, and professional responsibility is 
favoured over bureaucratic accountability.  Finnish teachers regard themselves as 
professionals who are responsible for all levels of their teaching including planning, 
implementing, and evaluating. 
The atmosphere in Finnish schools is much more relaxed than it is in their North 
American counterparts, and teachers there have more informal relationships with their 
students (Sahlberg, 2013).  This level of informality and relaxation is made possible 
through distinct differences at the organizational level.  For example, Finnish teachers’ 
workloads are much lighter than they are in other countries.  Primary teachers teach four 
or five 45-minute lessons daily.  A 15-minute outdoor recess follows each lesson.  
Teachers play a part in designing school curriculums and establishing learning goals for 
their students.  It is also their responsibility to ensure their students meet these goals, but 
determining how this is to be accomplished is left to individual teachers.  By 
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implementing this system, a much greater degree of autonomy and trust can be observed 
throughout the profession. 
Nationally, there are only 700 spots in teacher education programs each year 
(Sahlberg, 2013).  The odds of an applicant being admitted to the program are only 1 in 
10, making a degree in education one of the most competitive in the workforce.  Recent 
research shows that teachers are the most satisfied professionals among the active labour 
market.  Similar research reveals that many teachers would leave the profession if their 
work were to suddenly be restricted by the implementation of standardized testing, 
external inspections, and formal evaluations.  Distributed leadership is common in 
Finnish schools and is noted as being one of the factors that contribute to teacher job 
satisfaction. 
Although the minimum education requirement to teach in Finland is a 5-year 
master’s degree, there is a misconception that teachers’ advanced education is the 
primary reason behind Finland’s international success (Sahlberg, 2013).  Research 
conducted in North Carolina disproved this theory by providing evidence that a graduate 
level education has little to no impact on student achievement and outcomes.  There is, 
however, one major difference between a graduate degree in education obtained in 
Finland and those in other countries.  In Finland, applicants are admitted directly into the 
5-year master’s degree program in education, meaning they have directly studied 
education for a minimum of 5 years.  There are no alternative pathways into the Finnish 
teaching profession as there are in North America.  There are four main characteristics of 
teacher education: a) it is a rigorous graduate degree program, b) the graduate education 
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degree is based on research, c) teacher education is its own university department and 
holds equal status with all others, and d) they utilize clinical training schools. 
Sahlberg (2013) concludes by reviewing two main conditions that must be 
maintained in the Finnish system.  The first condition is that both teachers and students 
must learn and work in an environment that allows them to perform at their best.  For 
example, when teachers are given more control in their classrooms, they teach with 
greater quality and enthusiasm.  Similarly, when students are encouraged to find their 
own learning pathways, they are less afraid of failure and will ultimately learn more.  
Sahlberg reminds us that when politics influence and restrict these conditions, teachers 
are not able to make improvements, and student learning will suffer as a result.  The 
second condition is that teaching is complex and necessitates an advanced level of 
education.  Sahlberg theorizes that if education requirements in other countries were 
raised to the master’s level, teaching would become a more appreciated profession and 
would be viewed equally well with other highly esteemed professions such as law and 
medicine.  In his closing remarks, Sahlberg notes that Finnish teachers will not respond to 
reform movements and will instead be able to perpetuate their customs and values 
through their professional collaboration and advanced levels of education. 
 “Teachers as Leaders in Finland” (2013) is my favourite contribution by Sahlberg 
to this area of study.  The arguments presented in this article are not only on point but 
also on trend with the current research in education taking place internationally.  As we 
continue to consider more holistic, less standardized means of educating our youth, I feel 
that Sahlberg encourages researchers to not overlook the successes of the Finnish model.  
My appreciation for this article is strengthened by the fact that Sahlberg does deviate 
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from teachers as being the focus of this research.  In reviewing the relevant literature, I 
have found that significance of Finnish teachers is often touched on but is too easily 
overlooked. 
Article 8: “The Fourth Way of Finland”, Sahlberg, 2011a 
Sahlberg has provided numerous contributions to this area of study.  In this work, 
“The Fourth Way of Finland”, Sahlberg (2011a) discusses international education reform.  
More specifically, Sahlberg examines the ways in which Finland has followed or 
deviated from global reform practices.  Before 2001, education systems were ranked 
hierarchically by graduation rates and student competitions such as the Olympiads.  
When the OECD was established, published PISA results became the new means of 
ranking education internationally. 
Major education reform started in the 1980s with the establishment of the ERA 
(Education Reform Act; Sahlberg, 2011a).  The ERA was based upon four primary 
principles, which included the notion that competition leads to better student outcomes, 
autonomy is necessary for competition, parents need choice, and information on 
achievement needs to be made publically available.  The ERA was responsible for 
promoting reform on a global level.  Finland deviated from many recommended reform 
strategies, mainly the use of standardized tests as a means of evaluation. 
Sahlberg (2011a) presents GERM (Global Education Reform Movement).  The 
theory is based upon the idea that most countries share similar, if not the same, reform 
principles.  Such common principles include curriculum development, student 
assessment, teacher development, technology-assisted learning, and proficiency in basic 
competencies (i.e., math).  Some of the positive effects of GERM include greater focus 
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on deep learning, greater expectations, and a strengthened association between learning 
and assessment.  Some of the unintentional negative effects of GERM are listed as an 
overstandardization of education, overemphasis of literacy and numeracy, teaching for 
predetermined results (i.e., reduced experimentation, decreased teaching risks), the 
transfer of innovation from the corporate world, test-based accountability, and increased 
control. 
GERM is based upon three guiding principles (Sahlberg, 2011a).  The first is that 
there is a direct relationship between external performance standards and better learning.  
The second is that the best way to improve education is with well-developed innovations.  
The third is that competition effectively increases the quality of education.  
The countries currently employing GERM are the United States, England, 
Canada, New Zealand, Australia, and Japan (Sahlberg, 2011a).  Interestingly, all of these 
countries have shown consistent decline in their PISA results, bringing the effectiveness 
of GERM into debate.  Finland is currently the only OECD country showing consistent 
PISA improvement, and they have not adopted any of the GERM principles or practices.  
Sahlberg concludes by suggesting that the Finnish model of education is simply designed 
and easily reproducible. 
In “The Fourth Way”, Sahlberg (2011a) provides a detailed background into the 
history of global education reform.  This article primarily focuses on the development 
and implementation of GERM and its effect on education systems worldwide.  I found 
this to be a very interesting read.  I enjoyed how Sahlberg demonstrated that there is a 
direct relationship between the use of this model and a decline in PISA performance.  I 
appreciated how the researcher tied this information back to the Finnish model and 
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suggested that perhaps Finland’s success could in part be attributed to their rejection of 
these policies in their practice.  I also appreciated the way that Sahlberg provided context 
to the ERA and GERM, which is exceptionally helpful for readers with limited 
knowledge in this area.  I commend Sahlberg for including tables and charts to visually 
represent features of GERM as well as PISA results from 2000, 2003, and 2006. 
Article 9: “Inclusive Special Education: The Role of Special Education Teachers in 
Finland”, Takala, Pirttimaa, & Tormanen, 2009 
This study examines the role of special education teachers in Finnish mainstream 
education (Takala, et al., 2009).  Special education teachers’ work can be separated into 
three categories: teaching, consulting, and background work.  Teaching involves 
supporting one or more students with physical and or intellectual disabilities within 
individual or classroom settings.  Consulting involves collaboration with other 
professionals and discussion.  Teachers report that one of the primary problems in their 
field is the lack of time for consultation. 
Inclusion is part of Finland’s official education policy (Takala et al., 2009).  In 
this context, inclusion refers to teaching diverse groups of students with varying 
intellectual abilities.  Three criteria of inclusion are identified, and these include 
meaningful participation, a sense of belonging, and shared ownership for all students. 
The Finnish system offers students the ability to participate in special education 
on a part-time basis (Takala et al., 2009).  Part-time special education does not require 
students to have an IEP, nor does it remove them from mainstream schools.  Students 
who participate in part-time special education usually do so on a temporary basis and, 
most often, are seeking additional support in one or more problematic subject areas.  The 
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researchers state that at the time of publication, 22% of school-aged children, 25% 
primary and 16% secondary, were receiving special education.  Finland currently holds 
the world record for the highest number of students receiving special education, and this 
is considered to be one of the reasons for Finland’s success on PISA testing. 
Finnish children enter the formal education system at age 7.  Primary school is 
completed over a period of 6 years, and secondary school is completed over a period of 3 
years (Takala et al., 2009).  Primary and secondary schooling is referred to as basic or 
compulsory education.  Following this, students have the option of attending upper 
secondary or vocational school.  Intervention for special needs learners is offered as soon 
as academic challenges are detected.  Support is offered first by the classroom teacher, 
then on a consultation basis with a special education teacher, and then by the special 
education teacher directly.  Several key features of special education are identified, and 
these include offering alternatives, flexible materials and activities, and increased 
participation (Takala et al., 2009).  Instruction is flexible and is determined according to 
student need. 
The aim of this study is to better understand the profile of Finnish special 
education teachers (Takala et al., 2009).  More specifically, the researchers aim to better 
understand the effect of pedagogy on special education, the positive and negative aspects 
of these teachers’ work, what makes Finnish special education high quality, and whether 
their special education can be called inclusive.  To answer these questions, the 
researchers surveyed teachers from three Finnish cities, Helsinki, Espoo, and Vantaa.  
The survey encompassed questions that relate to the following five areas of teachers’ 
work: structure; timing; pedagogical settings; methods and materials used for reading, 
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writing, math, foreign language, and children with behavioural challenges; and features 
of high quality special education. 
The survey questions were broken down into two categories (Takala et al., 2009).  
The first category involved questions that pertained to direct work with children, and the 
second featured questions that pertained to indirect work with children.  The direct 
questions were further divided into three subcategories: individual teaching, teaching a 
small group, and teaching in a cooperative classroom.  The indirect questions were 
further divided into eight categories: consulting with a classroom teacher, consulting with 
a subject teacher, cooperation with parents, cooperation with pupils, assessment, making 
materials, planning, and other. 
Teacher responses for the direct questions were analyzed first.  Individual 
teaching was considered to be intensive, effective, and supportive, and it could be offered 
in a peaceful environment (Takala et al., 2009).  However, the teachers indicated that the 
lack of social interaction for the student and expense were considered to be downfalls of 
this form of instruction.  Teaching in a small group was reported to be relaxed and 
supportive and to be effective for time management and planning.  The disadvantages of 
this type of instruction were listed as not having enough time for each student and that it 
is difficult to coordinate lessons with other teachers.  Teaching in a cooperative 
classroom was identified as being advantageous because it allows more time with the 
whole class, more pupils are able to receive support, and there is increased collaboration 
between the special education and classroom teacher.  Unfortunately, this form of 
instruction often presents planning challenges, and the special education teacher is 
viewed more like an assistant. 
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Teacher responses for the indirect questions were then analyzed.  When asked 
why students are enrolled in part-time special education, the teachers replied that this was 
most commonly due to challenges with reading and writing, math, foreign language, or 
behavioural issues (Takala et al., 2009).  The teachers identified the fact that the 
challenges faced with their work could be divided into primary and secondary categories.  
The primary challenges were said to be a lack of time for indirect work, a lack of 
resources, and an unclear work profile.  The secondary challenges were said to be that 
special education is not as rehabilitative as it once was, that it can be used to house 
difficult students, and that there is a lack of time for consultation with other teachers, 
professionals, and parents.  The teachers indicated that high-quality special education 
requires motivating students, professional skills, cooperation, and good results. 
The researchers conclude by addressing whether or not special education in 
Finland can actually be considered inclusive.  They state that although inclusion is the 
intended outcome of special education, it unfortunately often becomes a “pull-out model” 
due to a lack of support structures in place (Takala et al., 2009).  A model based on 
inclusion is based upon the principles of collaboration and participation, and despite 
teachers’ ability to adapt their instruction and curriculum, the framework itself is still not 
inclusive.  The researchers state that in order to improve cooperation and make the 
Finland special education model fully inclusive, organizational support will need to be 
increased, guidelines will need to be clearer, and workloads will need to be lightened. 
In this article (Takala, et al., 2009), the researchers shed light on the profile of 
special education teachers in Finland.  They make the purpose of their research clear; that 
is, to better understand what this profile includes.  Their use of original research is to be 
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commended, as is their explanation of research methodologies. I liked the fact that the 
researchers considered all aspects of special education, particularly its application in 
individual, group, and classroom settings.  I also liked the conclusion of this article and 
the ways in which the researchers suggested the inclusion model could be improved.  My 
only concern with this study is its length.  I felt that it was quite a bit longer than the 
other articles included in this review, and, in addition, the information presented was 
quite dense and factual.  This article could be improved with the use of tables and charts 
to present survey results in a more concise manner. 
Article 10: “How Do Other Countries Evaluate Teachers?” , Williams & Engel, 
2012 
This article examines the variations in teacher evaluations in five countries, 
including Finland, Korea, Japan, Canada (Ontario), and Singapore (Williams & Engel, 
2012).  Three characteristics of evaluation are discussed.  The first is that evaluation is 
used to determine accountability and to improve instructional practices.  The second is 
that there is a tendency to use test results as a measure of accountability.  The third is that 
the role of standardized testing varies by country. 
Williams and Engel (2012) indicate that there are currently four different forms of 
accountability.  Evaluations serve the purpose of determining accountability in one or 
more of these forms.  The first is professional accountability.  This is described as an 
internal obligation of professionals to uphold their standards.  Finland’s model is based 
primarily on professional accountability, demonstrated by the abolishment of school 
inspections, and the introduction of group-based reflective practice.  The second form of 
accountability is organizational.  This is described as being the structures and norms of 
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the institution as well as its incentives and sanctions.  This form of accountability is 
currently employed in most school systems, but particularly in Mexico.  The third is 
market accountability, which results from competition between competing services.  
Systems using merit-based pay, vouchers, or parental choice are seen as using market 
accountability.  Singapore is noted for using this method.  The last form is 
parental/community accountability.  This is an informal accountability that results from 
pressure from one or both of the above groups.  Japan and Korea are two countries using 
this form. 
Williams and Engel (2012) indicate that the majority of global education systems 
employ a combination of several of these forms of accountability.  For example, Ontario 
uses a combination of organizational, professional, and parental/community.  Evaluation 
as it pertains to any form of accountability is most effective when it is supported by or 
supports other aspects of the education system. 
A report entitled Teachers Matter, published by the OECD, encourages 
incentivizing the teaching profession (Williams & Engel, 2012).  Korea is one country 
that has been heavily influenced by these ideas, while Finland has avoided such practices.  
In Finland particularly, high-stakes testing plays no role in teacher performance 
evaluation.  The authors conclude that of all countries studied, Finland comes the closest 
to their notion of the “pure” model of evaluation; their system is characterized by a 
competitive teacher education program, ample and ongoing opportunities to develop 
instructional skills, and a great deal of trust. 
This article (Williams & Engel, 2012) provides a market-based account of the 
teaching profession.  It details competing interests of parents, schools, communities, and 
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cultures.  I appreciated the way that the authors clearly described an evaluation system 
comprised of four forms of accountability.  It was interesting to learn which countries 
used which form of accountability and which countries relied on multiple forms of 
accountability.  
A significant strength of this study is its uniqueness.  I have yet to find another 
article that comparatively examines teacher evaluation and accountability.  The authors 
did an excellent job in expressing their purpose and research questions.  The article was 
well articulated using clear and appropriate language.  The title of the article was also 
clear and accurately described the ensuing essay.  This paper is another example of 
theoretical research relating to the Finnish model.  This research could have been 
strengthened had the authors examined teachers’ evaluations and performance scores for 
these countries.
CHAPTER FOUR: DATABASE 
In the preceding chapter, I completed a literature review that examined 10 articles 
that pertain to various aspects of the Finnish model.  As an extension of this learning, I 
have constructed a database of characteristics of this model. 
The ensuing database is divided into 11 categories of characteristics: school 
system structure, teaching philosophies, teacher education, teacher evaluation, curriculum 
and development, subjects taught, third party and standardized testing, classroom 
technology, second language instruction, special education, and student demographics.  I 
elected to use these categories because I felt that when presented together they best 
represent the Finnish model as a whole. 
School System Structure 
The Finnish Ministry of Education identifies their main objective as equal 
opportunity (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Equal opportunity education has been pushed 
since the 1960s when Finland evolved from an agricultural society to a welfare state 
(Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  This is achieved through their offering of free basic education 
and equal access to education (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Finnish schools are very 
uniform, and few differences can be found between schools (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  
Free school meals are offered on a daily basis to students at all levels, as are health 
services, counseling, and guidance (Sahlberg, 2012). 
The 1990s saw two major systemic changes (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  First, 
administration systems were decentralized, shifting decision-making responsibilities to 
the municipal level (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Second, school district divisions were 
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abolished, giving parents more choice of which schools to send their children to (Kyro & 
Nyyssola, 2006). 
Education is arranged through public funding and is provided without charge to 
students (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Schools are maintained at the local level, with the 
exception of general and vocational special education schools and universities, which are 
owned by the state (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Only 1% of basic education schools are 
private (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  This statistic increases to 11% of general upper 
secondary schools and 52% of vocational schools (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006). 
Compulsory education begins at age 7.  Parents have the option of enrolling their 
children in preschool the year prior however this is optional (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  
Basic education is completed over a period of 9 years (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  
Compulsory schooling accounts for six of these years, and secondary schooling accounts 
for three of these years (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Teachers spend approximately 4 hours 
in total teaching each day (Richardson, 2013).  When not teaching, teachers are not 
required to be on school premises and have the option of working from home 
(Richardson, 2013).  Students receive four to five 45-minute lessons daily, and junior 
school students receive five to six 45-minute lessons daily (Sahlberg, 2013).  Lessons are 
followed by a 15-minute recess that is usually spent outdoors (Sahlberg, 2013). Upper 
secondary follows basic education and is completed over 3 years (Kyro & Nyyssola, 
2006).  Students have the option of enrolling in general or vocational upper secondary 
(Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  When students have completed upper secondary, they sit for 
the national matriculation exam, which determines their eligibility for higher education 
(Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006). 
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Higher education is divided into two sectors, universities and polytechnics (Kyro 
& Nyyssola, 2006).  Prospective students are able to apply to universities if they have 
completed general upper secondary and have written the matriculation exam (Kyro & 
Nyyssola, 2006).  Prospective students are able to apply to polytechnics if they have 
completed either general or vocational upper secondary (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006). 
Teaching Philosophies 
The Finnish system is globally renowned for its high investment of trust in its 
teachers (Sahlberg, 2013).  Teachers hold high social status across the country, and the 
profession is considered to be on par with other highly esteemed professions such as law 
and medicine (Sahlberg, 2013).  Finnish teachers have reported that they are very 
satisfied with their occupation (Sahlberg, 2013).  Research has shown that they are the 
most satisfied professional group in the country (Sahlberg, 2013).  This satisfaction stems 
from a high degree of freedom and autonomy, and teachers have admitted that if this was 
limited, for example, by external inspections, they would leave the profession (Sahlberg, 
2013). 
School atmospheres in Finland are quite relaxed (Sahlberg, 2013).  Teamwork is 
an integral feature in each school, as is distributed leadership (Sahlberg, 2013).  The 
relationship between teacher and student is informal, and teachers’ workloads are lighter 
(Sahlberg, 2013).  Teachers are able to establish their own schedules, learning objectives, 
and assessments (Sahlberg, 2013). 
The Finnish system has internalized high expectations among its professionals, 
and it is theorized that this has occurred due to the absence of external inspections and 
evaluations (Sahlberg, 2013).  Teaching practices are based upon three main principles: 
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collaboration, autonomy, and professional responsibility (Sahlberg, 2013).  Two 
conditions exist in Finnish schools.  The first is that teachers and students must work in 
an environment that allows them to perform to their highest standards (Sahlberg, 2013).  
When met, this condition grants teachers more control, which generates inspiration and 
decreases fear of failure among students by encouraging them to find their own ways of 
learning (Sahlberg, 2013).  The second condition is that due to the complex nature of the 
profession, teaching requires advanced education (Sahlberg, 2013).  This condition 
boosts leadership and autonomy (Sahlberg, 2013). 
Teacher Education 
Admission to teacher education is one of the most difficult across all university 
programs in Finland.  There are eight teachers’ colleges within the country (Richardson, 
2013).  Annually, there are approximately 700 spots across all of the colleges (Sahlberg, 
2013).  The odds of being admitted to the program are approximately 1 in 10 (Sahlberg, 
2013).  Applicants are selected for admission based on their high school records, out-of-
school achievements, written examinations on educational topics, and an interview 
(Sahlberg, 2011b).  There are currently no alternative pathways into the profession 
(Sahlberg, 2013). 
Teacher education is a 5-year master’s degree program.  A master’s degree is the 
minimum education requirement to teach in Finland, with the exception of a bachelor’s 
degree being acceptable to teach at the kindergarten level only.  All prospective teachers 
are required to complete a thesis related to education (Sahlberg, 2011b).  Primary-level 
teachers major in education and can minor in another subject related to education, for 
example, science (Sahlberg, 2013).  Primary teachers also receive extended training in 
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areas related to child and curriculum development (Sahlberg, 2013).  High school-level 
teachers major in their teachable subject and can elect another minor (Sahlberg, 2013). 
Four characteristics of teacher education can be observed.  The first is that it is a 
laborious graduate program (Sahlberg, 2013).  The second is that the degree is based on 
research, with teachers being able to conduct research studies independently by the end of 
the program (Sahlberg, 2013).  The third is that education shares equal status with all 
other university departments (Sahlberg, 2013).  The last is that universities feature 
clinical training schools, so that teachers may practice their skills and observe others 
before entering the workforce (Sahlberg, 2013).  Approximately 15––25% of teacher 
education is allotted to practicums (Sahlberg, 2011b).  Schools offering practicum 
placements must participate in research in an effort to encourage innovation (Sahlberg, 
2011b). 
Teacher Evaluation 
There is no formal teacher evaluation system in Finland (Richardson, 2013).  
Finland relies on professional accountability as a means of quality assurance (Sahlberg, 
2013).  Teachers are given feedback from their colleagues, and principals and are 
satisfied with the absence of external inspections; only 10-15% of all teachers elect to 
leave the profession (Sahlberg, 2011b).  Instead of focusing on evaluations, teachers are 
able to focus on lesson preparation and improving their practices (Richardson, 2013).  
Formal evaluations are not considered necessary when support, ongoing training, and 
quality assurance are observable at all levels (Williams & Engel, 2012). 
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Curriculum and Development 
Curriculum is designed by education providers and is developed in accordance 
with the National Core Curricula (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  It focuses primarily on 
individual development, and, appropriately, teachers strive to cater their instruction based 
on individual need (Sahlberg, 2012).  Teachers are encouraged to participate in 
developing their school’s curriculum (Sahlberg, 2013).  Teachers are responsible for 
setting learning objectives and determining how these objectives will be met (Sahlberg, 
2013). 
Subjects Taught 
Finnish students receive instruction in all core subjects including math, science, 
literacy, social sciences, second languages, and the arts.  National surveys distributed in 
Finland and the Nordic countries revealed that instruction in native languages, English, 
and math are the most important subjects, followed by the natural and social sciences 
(Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Physical education, music, and art are considered to be least 
important (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  The surveys also showed consensus in the 
organization of the school day, as respondents indicated the number of daily lessons was 
sufficient (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006). 
Third Party and Standardized Testing 
Finland does not employ third party and/or standardized testing, the belief behind 
this being that good teachers should be able to educate holistically (Sahlberg, 2011a).  
Finland is free of market-based competition, which also alleviates the need for such tests 
(Sahlberg, 2012).  Finland has replaced standardized and third party testing with 
classroom assessments (Sahlberg, 2011a). 
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Classroom Technology 
Little information can be found pertaining to the use of technology and IT 
equipment in Finnish schools.  However, on national surveys, Finns have indicated that 
they feel the use and availability of technology, IT equipment, and other resources are 
sufficient (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006). 
Second Language Instruction 
English is offered as a second language in the Finnish system (Kyro & Nyyssola, 
2006).  Finns have indicated on national surveys that they believe English is one of the 
most important subjects offered, along with math and native language instruction (Kyro 
& Nyyssola, 2006). 
Special Education 
The framework for special education is based upon inclusion (Takala et al., 2009).  
The most common reasons students enter special education are problems with one or 
more of the following areas: reading, writing, math, language, or classroom behaviour 
(Takala et al., 2009).  Intervention and support are offered to students as soon as one or 
more of the aforementioned problems are observed (Takala eta al., 2009).  Special 
education is offered at all levels of the education system, including universities and 
polytechnics (Takala et al., 2009). 
Finland offers its students special education on a permanent and part-time basis 
(Sahlberg, 2012).  Part-time special education is usually presented to students whose 
learning challenges are not severe (Sahlberg, 2012).  This option is advantageous to 
students because it is offered on a temporary basis, allows students to stay in mainstream 
education, does not require an IEP or official change of status, and takes up only part of 
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the school day (Takala et al., 2009).  Students can receive part-time special education 
individually, in a small group, or as part of a class (Sahlberg, 2012).  In 2009, it was 
reported that approximately one third of all Finnish students received special education 
on a part-time basis (Sahlberg, 2012).  Before the introduction of part-time special 
education, Finland experienced problems with grade repetition and retention (Sahlberg, 
2012).  Permanent special education is offered to students in small groups or at separate 
schools (Sahlberg, 2012).  The decision to enter a student into permanent special 
education is made by a team of psychological, medical, and educational professionals 
(Sahlberg, 2012).  
Finland currently holds the world record for the highest number of students 
enrolled in special education (Takala et al., 2009).  Their offering of part-time special 
education is said to be one of the reasons behind Finland’s success on international 
testing, such as PISA (Takala et al., 2009). 
Student Demographics 
Finnish students are both highly intrinsically and extrinsically motivated to 
receive their education.  They are noted for their diplomacy, cooperation, and problem-
solving skills (Sahlberg, 2012).  Currently, 99% of all students complete their basic 
education, 95% of all students proceed to upper secondary, and 93% of upper secondary 
students graduate, making them eligible for entry into higher education (Sahlberg, 2012).
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 
The database presented in chapter four has established a repertoire of 
characteristics of the Finnish education model.  Having constructed this database, I will 
now utilize this information to generate discussion as to whether or not this model could 
be adopted in Ontario. 
I will begin by addressing the similarities and differences between Ontario and 
Finland in terms of geography, demographics, social values, and their current education 
systems.  I will then discuss possible opportunities for use of the Finnish model in 
Ontario and what social and educational changes would be necessary for this to occur.  
Building upon this discussion, I will then present opportunities for future research and 
will conclude by summarizing the contents of this paper. 
Discussion 
The Finnish model is simply designed and said to be reproducible, although this 
has not yet been successfully accomplished (Sahlberg, 2011a).  Researchers advise 
reformists against trying to implant Finnish practices directly into their own systems, as 
this will only result in disappointment (Anderson, 2011).  Education officials who are 
desperate to save their own failing systems are often engaged in the misconception that if 
they simply transplant the Finnish model, its teachers, its buildings, and its curriculum, 
into their own schools, they will experience the same success that Finland has in recent 
decades (Exley, 2013).  What they do not realize however is that Finland’s achievements 
have not occurred overnight.  Finland attributes its successes, such as PISA, to a social 
and politically based education reform that has been 40 years in the making.  It was not 
until the 1960s that Finland realized their system was lagging and decided that big 
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changes must be made.  This was not an easy feat, as it required persistence, dedication, 
and social commitment.  Unfortunately, many countries are looking for quick fixes to 
improve their systems and believe that simply implementing Finnish practices may be a 
viable solution.  More often than not, these countries are looking to make changes solely 
at the systemic level.  What they do not realize is that education reform cannot be 
considered in isolation, but instead as part of a wider social context. 
If we want to consider the viability of the Finnish model in Ontario, we need to 
look at adapting it, rather than applying it.  Before this discussion can take place, we 
must examine the social and educational similarities and differences between the two. 
Similarities 
Two main similarities between Ontario and Finland can be identified. 
Systemic Structure and Educational Philosophies 
Canada, like Finland, has a decentralized education system.  Although the federal 
government provides educational funding for each province, it leaves the decision-
making in the hands of the provincial officials (Wallner, 2012).  Similarly, the federal 
government in Finland provides funding for its schools, yet places decision-making 
responsibilities in the hands of local officials or municipalities. 
It is well known that Finland relies on a combination of traditional and holistic 
philosophies to educate its children and youth.  It is also well documented that there are 
few differences between schools in terms of achievement.  Comparatively, Ontario’s 
system has been modeled according to progressive education philosophies, and there is 
little variation in performance among Ontario schools (Wallner, 2012). 
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International Testing and Performance Standards 
Both Finland and Canada as a nation have been given top scores on PISA 
assessments (Wallner, 2012).  Specifically, Alberta, British Columbia, and Quebec have 
all scored close to Finland on these tests (Wallner, 2012).  When considered at the 
national level, Canada’s outcomes are high (Wallner, 2012).  On the 2009 PISA 
assessment, Canada scored 524 on the reading scale (Wallner, 2012).  The OECD 
average was documented to be 496 (Wallner, 2012).  Canada has also scored slightly 
higher than Finland on international assessments pertaining to equity (Wallner, 2012).  
This was achieved despite the fact that Canada is geographically larger than Finland and 
has a more diverse population (Wallner, 2012). 
Differences 
Six main differences have been identified. 
Geography and Demographics 
Finland is a relatively small nation. It currently has a population of just fewer than 
5.5 million people, a population density of roughly 16 people per square kilometer, and a 
total area of approximately 338,000 km2.  The country has a relatively homogeneous 
population in terms of race and ethnicity.  Conversely, Ontario’s population is closely 
approaching 14 million people and has a population density of just over 14 people per 
square kilometer.  Ontario occupies a total area of just over 900,000 km2.  Ontario is 
known for its diverse population that is comprised largely of recent immigrants. 
Based on these simple statistics alone, we can see that Ontario is considerably 
larger than Finland in terms of both geographic size and population.  Researchers 
suggested that widespread education reform was carried out with greater ease and 
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consistency due to Finland being a small, homogenous nation.  Ontario’s larger size and 
diversity could be prohibitive not only to introducing these Finnish philosophies, but also 
to implementing them. 
Social Perception and Attitudes Towards Education 
National surveys have shown that Finns have overwhelmingly positive attitudes 
towards education (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  They believe that higher education is 
closely linked to social mobility, well-being, and prosperity.  The Finnish society has 
been fully committed to improving education and reducing social inequality for the last 4 
decades (Anderson, 2011).  Conversely, North American attitudes towards education are 
traditionally negative, with education being viewed more as a social burden than a civic 
right (Anderson, 2011). 
School System Structure 
The main objective of the Finnish system is equal opportunity (Kyro & Nyyssola, 
2006).  Finns offer free basic education, free school meals, and uniformity (Sahlberg, 
2013).  Education is publically funded, with only a small percentage of schools at all 
levels being privately owned (Kyro & Nyyssola, 2006).  Students officially begin school 
at age 7; however they have the option of participating in preschool the year prior (Kyro 
& Nyyssola, 2006).  Basic education is completed over a 9-year period.  Teachers spend 
approximately 4 hours in total teaching each day; primary students receive four to five 
45-minute lessons daily (Sahlberg, 2013).  Lessons are followed by a 15-minute recess 
that is usually spent outdoors (Sahlberg, 2013). 
In Ontario, schooling begins when children are 3 years of age.  This has been part 
of an early childhood education initiative to promote early learning.  Parents have the 
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option of sending their children to public, private, or Catholic schools.  Elementary 
schools offer kindergarten to grade 5, while middle schools offer grades 6 through 8.  An 
exception to this structure is public schools, which offer kindergarten through grade 8 
educations.  Students receive daily lessons in all of the core subjects, including math, 
English, science, physical education, and the arts.  Students spend 6-7 hours each 
weekday in school.  Typically, two 20-minute recesses and a 1-hour lunch break are 
offered during the school day.  Students attend high school for grades 9 through 12, at 
which time they are eligible to earn their Ontario Secondary School Diploma (OSSD). 
Teaching Philosophies 
The Finnish system is known for its high trust in its teachers.  Teaching practices 
are based upon three main principles: collaboration, autonomy, and professional 
responsibility (Sahlberg, 2013).  The absence of external inspections and high-stakes and 
standardized testing has established a system that relies on professional instead of 
market-based accountability (Williams & Engel, 2012).  Finns believe in high-quality, 
holistic education that is motivated through intrinsic value as opposed to external gains. 
Absent in the Ontario system is a high investment of trust in its teachers.  
Teachers are often burdened with overwhelming workloads and are often subject to 
parent, community, and professional pressures.  To top this off, Ontario teachers are 
sometimes considered in a negative way and often face scrutiny in mainstream media.  
The bulk of Ontario curriculum and lessons are developed at the provincial level and are 
prescribed to teachers (Wallner, 2012).  Teachers have little autonomy or influence over 
curriculum, lessons, and assessment practices. 
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Teacher Education and Professional Status 
In Finland, teacher education is one of the most difficult university programs to be 
granted admittance to.  The minimum requirements to become a teacher are a 5-year 
master’s degree program that is comprised of courses, practicum, and research.  
Prospective students apply directly out of high school and are considered on the basis of 
their grades, extracurricular accomplishments, a written examination, and an interview 
(Sahlberg, 2013).  On the basis of education alone, it is no wonder that teaching is one of 
the most highly esteemed professions in the country (Sahlberg, 2013).  Research has 
found that overall teachers are the most satisfied professional group in the country and 
have indicated that this is due largely to the level of autonomy they are given (Sahlberg, 
2013). 
Comparatively, there are an abundance of teacher education programs offered 
across the province of Ontario.  Prospective students must have already completed a 
bachelor’s degree in either arts or science before applying.  They are considered for 
admission based on their grades from undergraduate studies and extracurricular 
achievements.  Some colleges require a written sample to accompany applications.  
Unfortunately, despite Ontario teachers being well educated, they are not widely 
respected.  Ontario faces a number of problems related to job dissatisfaction and burnout.  
Many teachers may elect to leave the profession during their careers due to these issues. 
Standardized and High-Stakes Testing 
Finland does not engage in standardized or high-stakes testing, with the only 
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upper secondary schooling.  They have replaced each of these practices with classroom-
based assessments that are developed and administered by teachers. 
Ontario participates in the annual EQAO (Education Quality and Accountability 
Office) standardized testing.  The test is administered to students in grades 3, 6, and 9 
each year.  The test results are used as an accountability measure between schools; 
however there are no high stakes attached for students in the province.  Ontario also 
administers literacy examinations each year to students in grade 10.  A passing score is 
required in order to obtain an OSSD. 
Use in Ontario 
By comparing the Finnish and Ontarian education systems, we can see that there 
are more differences than similarities between the two.  If these differences cannot be 
changed, we must look at how we can adapt Finnish philosophies to operate within our 
existing system.  It is clear that we cannot change our demography or geography to 
mirror those of Finland.  Also it is unlikely that we have the ability to restructure our 
system to model Finland’s.  What we can consider changing are our social perceptions 
and attitudes towards education, our teaching philosophies, our teacher education and 
professional status, and our use of high-stakes and standardized testing.  Let us now look 
more closely at how we can potentially adapt Finnish philosophies in each of these areas. 
One of the main obstacles we face when trying to reform education in Ontario is 
our overwhelmingly negative social perceptions and attitude towards education.  Instead 
of working with our teachers and leaders, we are working against them.  If education in 
Ontario is to be improved, we must begin by making changes here.  What we need to do 
is instill the intrinsic value of education back into our population.  Education cannot be 
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viewed solely as a means to an end; a path to getting a good career.  Instead, education 
needs to be considered a fundamental human right, a way of improving not only our 
economy but also our society, and as an opportunity for human growth and fulfillment.  
Unfortunately, this is going to involve a massive philosophical movement among our 
population (Anderson, 2011).  It is going to require long-term commitment and 
dedication from the public and will require them to reinvest their trust not only in our 
system but also in our teachers (Anderson, 2011).  This will not occur as one mass 
movement, but where we must begin is by delivering these ideas that education can be 
better to the people who matter most. 
Ontarians like to believe that our teaching philosophies are progressive; however 
in reality they still border on being traditional.  More so than this, they are stagnant.  We 
have been following the same teaching and instructional practices for decades, and this 
stagnancy is now beginning to show itself as boredom among our students.  If we look 
closely at the Finnish system, we can see autonomy, creativity, and inspiration.  Put 
simply, we need invigoration in both teachers and students. These features are not out of 
our reach in Ontario.  If we want to change our teaching philosophies, we need to 
introduce these ideas to our teachers.  We need to show them that teaching can be 
different, it can be exciting, and it can be fun.  We need to motivate our teachers to want 
to do better, not on the basis of merit or pay but because they can make a real difference 
in the lives of children in this province. 
If we want to improve our teachers, we need to begin by improving teacher 
education and its associated professional status.  The current state of teacher education in 
Ontario is abysmal.  In the province alone, there are 17 teacher education programs that 
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graduate roughly 5,000 students each academic year.  We have a greater number of 
qualified teachers than we do job opportunities, and, as a result, many qualified 
individuals spend years on supply lists waiting for an opportunity to get their foot in the 
door.  Despite the program being raised from 1- to 2-year durations, students still spend 
minimal amounts of time in practicum placements.  This combined with the added effects 
of waiting years to get a job leaves teachers’ instructional skills rusty, to say the least.  
What we must consider doing is decreasing either the number of colleges offering the 
program or the number of students taken in each year.  Instead of focusing solely on 
grades and achievements, we should be interviewing candidates to ensure that motivated, 
passionate individuals are the ones entering the field.  I believe that, similarly to Finland, 
when we increase the quality of our teachers and their education, we will not only raise 
their professional status but also improve their public image and reputation.  It is clear 
that this so desperately needs to happen in Ontario. 
The added pressures of standardized and high-stakes testing in our classrooms are 
detrimental to both teachers and students.  These pressures create further tensions 
systemically.  If our education system is to be improved, we want to model Finland in 
this area and replace accountability with professional responsibility.  Anderson (2011) 
argues that reform cannot be accomplished with data collection, testing, and 
accountability.  It happens instead from a renewed commitment to our teachers as 
professionals (Anderson, 2011).  By removing standardized and high-stakes testing, we 
are opening the door for more innovative, alternative means of establishing and 
evaluating learning objectives. 
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Opportunities for Future Research 
Based on the discussion provided in the previous section, it is clear that if we 
want to adapt Finnish philosophies to meet the disparities in Ontario’s education system, 
we must begin by delivering these ideas to the public.  If reform is to occur, teachers 
must be the agents of change, and therefore we must hear their opinions.  Two 
opportunities for future research are currently being considered. 
Workshop 
Upon completion of this study, I wish to host a workshop to educate primary 
teachers on the Finnish model.  The workshop would focus on delivering the main 
characteristics of the Finnish model, particularly those that are relevant to primary 
education.  A group discussion about these ideas and their use in Ontario would then be 
facilitated.  The workshop would likely take place over the course of one day, and 
participation would be voluntary.  To find participants, I would advertise the workshop in 
elementary and secondary schools around the Greater Toronto Area. 
If the workshop was successful, it could be repeated.  Should desire to participate 
be high, I would also consider offering the workshop in an online chat-based format.  
Using this method, teachers could participate from other areas and school boards without 
travel being a drawback. 
Survey 
At the end of the workshop, a brief survey would be administered to participants.  
Participation in the survey would be optional.  The survey would be designed to measure 
teachers’ attitudes towards our current system and their opinions of Finnish educational 
philosophies.  To ensure reliability, a test––retest methodology would be used.  This 
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would involve completion of the survey by two participants at two different times.  The 
results would then be assessed for stability.  Validity would be determined by performing 
a measure of content validity.  This would be done by having two other reviewers assess 
the survey to determine whether the questions are a good fit.  Two objective individuals, 
such as colleagues or professors, would likely perform this. 
As an assignment for my previously completed 5P92 research course, I developed 
this survey.  A sample copy of this survey has been included as an appendix for 
reference. 
Conclusions 
The concluding portfolio and research project has presented my independent 
learning of the Finnish education system and its possible uses in other contexts.  I have 
assessed whether or not the Finnish model can be adapted to resolve the educational 
disparities currently found in Ontario, Canada.  I began by reviewing the literature 
relevant to this subject area.  I proceeded to use this information to construct a database 
that identified the characteristics of the Finnish model.  I then used this information to 
highlight similarities and differences between the Finland and Ontario education systems.  
A discussion then took place that focused on the adaptability of the Finnish model as a 
means of meeting the education needs currently found in Ontario.  It was determined that 
Finnish philosophies could be used to improve the Ontario system in the areas of our 
social perceptions and attitudes towards education, our teaching philosophies, our teacher 
education and professional status, and our use of high-stakes and standardized testing.  I 
have concluded this research by presenting opportunities for future research, including a 
workshop and a survey.  
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Appendix  
Survey 
HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT THE FINNISH MODEL? 
 
1. Please respond to all the statements.  
2. Do you Strongly disagree (SD), Disagree (D), Neither agree nor disagree (N), Agree 
(A) or Strongly agree (SA)?                 
3. If the question does not apply to you, circle DNA (Does not apply). 
 
1. I am satisfied with our current education system. 
SD D N A SA              DNA 
 
 
2. Standardized tests are an effective form of assessment. 
SD D N A SA              DNA 
 
 
3. Teacher education programs adequately prepare educators to enter the workforce. 
SD D N A SA         DNA 
 
 
4. Professional evaluations are necessary in the teaching profession. 
SD D N A SA         DNA 
 
 
5. Children should be introduced to formal schooling at or about age 4. 
SD D N A SA         DNA 
 
 
6. Our education system should be less centralized, and more responsibility should be given 
to municipalities, school boards, and schools. 
SD D N A SA         DNA 
 
 
7. My teaching practices can be improved. 
SD D N A SA         DNA 
 
 
8. As a teacher, I feel a great amount of respect from my students and community. 
SD D N A SA         DNA 
 
 
9. I value freedom and autonomy. 
SD D N A SA         DNA 
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10. It is important to establish mutual trust and respect in the classroom. 
SD D N A SA         DNA 
 
 
11. As teachers, it is important to work collaboratively sharing ideas, lesson plans, and 
materials. 
SD D N A SA         DNA 
 
 
12. It is important to me that my students and school succeed. 
SD D N A SA               DNA 
 
 
13. Having a master’s degree would contribute to my teaching abilities. 
SD D N A SA               DNA 
 
 
14. I would feel comfortable developing and administering my own assessments. 
SD D N A SA                DNA 
 
 
15. I would feel comfortable assisting in curriculum development. 
SD D N A SA          DNA 
 
 
16. I tend to use traditional teaching methodologies. 
SD D N A SA                 DNA 
 
 
17. The workshop increased my knowledge of the Finnish model. 
SD D N A SA                 DNA 
 
 
18. I would recommend this workshop to my colleagues. 
SD D N A SA           DNA 
 
 
19. The workshop material was well delivered. 
SD D N A SA           DNA 
 
 
20. I am interested in learning more about this topic. 
SD D N A SA           DNA 
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